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To the works and spirit of William Stafford. And to an hermana verdadera, Lisa Hartman.



WHEEL OF INITIATION

“Wheel of Initiation is a well-written guidebook for transformation and intentionally living life’s most profound questions. Drawing upon a wealth of ancient teachings and stories of awakening, Julie Tallard Johnson guides you on a pilgrimage toward spiritual growth, meaning, and wisdom. Anyone of any faith will greatly benefit from the timeless journey and practices offered in these wise and kind pages.”

DONALD ALTMAN, AUTHOR OF
THE MINDFULNESS CODE, LIVING KINDNESS, AND
MEAL BY MEAL

“A useful and insightful guide to the purification and transformation of the bodymind, drawing upon the mandala wisdom of ancient indigenous traditions to create a practical alchemy of initiation and therapy for these modern times and our challenging ways of life.”

PETER GOLD, AUTHOR OF
NAVAJO AND TIBETAN SACRED WISDOM: THE CIRCLE OF THE SPIRIT

“In her extraordinary new book, Wheel of Initiation, Julie Tallard Johnson gives ancient wisdom a contemporary and relevant new voice. While so many of us today anguish over the need to ‘find ourselves,’ Johnson adeptly points out that ‘everything in nature knows what to do with its life.’ Therefore, she says, our true task is to become who we already are and fulfill that destiny. To that end, Wheel of Initiation is an essential guide that can lead us back into the magnificence of our own inner realm.”

DARA MARKS, PHD, AUTHOR OF INSIDE STORY

“The Wheel takes us out into the diverse directions of life/space. The Initiation leads us in, to the unifying point of source/center. This ceremony requires great courage, the courage to give yourself fully and SIMULTANEOUSLY to Father Sky and Mother Earth. The courage to let spirit tear you apart.”

SHINZEN YOUNG, AUTHOR OF
THE SCIENCE OF ENLIGHTENMENT

“The Wheel of Initiation carries a powerful spirit of love and wisdom shared in an absolutely fresh, humble, and beautiful way. I was moved from the first words I read. It’s clear that Julie Tallard Johnson walks her talk.”

TAV SPARKS, AUTHOR OF
MOVIE YOGA AND THE WIDE OPEN

“Hang on, this could be a bumpy ride . . . because somewhere between the life you are experiencing and the life you dare to dream, hides a precious jewel waiting to be unearthed. With Julie’s patience, compassion, and wisdom you are respectfully guided and facilitated to journey into the Wheel of Initiation . . . to the places that scare you, but ultimately to the places that heal you. A highly recommended course to mend your soul.”

AMY BENDORF SCHERTZ, MS, LMFT

“The Wheel of Initiation opened me up to all the possibilities of living a satisfied existence, to being awake in a modern world that rewards us for being asleep. I now have the tools and practices to guide my spiritual growth and to effectively shift my behaviors so that I can live a life filled with satisfaction.”

TRACY THADEN, OWNER, WINDHORSE SPIRIT VINEYARDS AND WINERY

“Julie Tallard Johnson has once again given us a profound tool for self-exploration. The initiation processes, with Native American, Buddhist, and Christian teachings, were instrumental in bringing my power and wisdom to the surface. I have been able to integrate these teachings into my field of medicine. I believe the health of the individual and society benefits by the in-depth exploration of the self as promoted in the Wheel of Initiation.”

MARY ELLEN SABOURIN, M.D.

“The lessons within these pages remind us of our humanity, encourage us to break the ‘rules,’ and challenge us to live a more conscious and ethical life. Julie guides the reader on a journey toward a life inspired by compassion, wisdom, and presence and informed by the experiences of those who have gone before us. The path we choose is up to each of us.”

KATIE ISHMAEL, HALL OF FAME AND NCAA
TRACK WINNER

“ The Wheel of Initiation is not for the weak of heart! But, if you are ready to bring movement into your life, to direct your life with intention, this is a powerful venue utilizing an eclectic mix of spirituality, therapeutic support, and shamanism. Step in to the wheel with courage, initiate yourself, and experience nothing short of a life transformation!”

LINDA TYLLO, FOUNDER OF DESTINA HEALTH
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Initiation represents one of the most significant spiritual phenomena in the history of humanity. It is an act that involves not only the religious life of the individual, in the modern meaning of the word “religion”; it involves his entire life. It is through initiation that, in primitive and archaic societies, man becomes what he is and what he should be—a being open to the life of the spirit, hence one who participates in the culture into which he was born.

MIRCEA ELIADE, RITES 
AND SYMBOLS OF INITIATION
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The initiation circle, the Wheel, the experiences and lessons themselves have become more than threads woven into the fabric of my life. They are an inner current, a seventh sense even . . . in my actual physical being and on out into my subtle body as well. I feel them humming through me at all times like a new life-nourishing fluid. They surround me at all times as a new layer of skin. The great beauty of this is that they will always be with me despite a changing of the guard of my individual cells and reconfigurations of my energies. They will always be part of me.

LISA HARTMAN, 2007 INITIATION CIRCLE



PREFACE

A USEFUL TENSION

Religious Beliefs and Spiritual Practices

Spirituality I take to be concerned with those qualities of the human spirit—such as love and compassion, patience, tolerance, forgiveness, contentment, a sense of responsibility, a sense of harmony—which brings happiness to both self and others. While ritual and prayer, along with the questions of nirvana and salvation, are directly connected to religious faith, these inner qualities need not be, however. There is no reason why the individual should not develop them, even to a highest degree, without recourse to any religious or metaphysical belief system. This is why I sometimes say that religion is something we can perhaps do without. What we cannot do without are these basic spiritual qualities.

THE FOURTEENTH DALAI 
LAMA, ETHICS FOR THE NEW 
MILLENNIUM
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I agree with what the Dalai Lama has stated: there should be a distinction, a useful tension, between religious beliefs and spiritual practices. I do not consider myself a religious person. Consciously choosing various spiritual practices does not mean I am in agreement with their various religious assumptions.

Since beginning my spiritual search at the age of eight, I found myself in the presence of awakened ministers, fundamentalist preachers, wounded healers, narcissistic medicine men, authentic gurus, spiritual masters, and everyday goddesses. I relied on the written word of ancient masters and the I Ching to guide me when there were no teachers available. I chose to be baptized at thirteen by a Lutheran minister who later left the clergy. I also participated in rituals with African shamans and sweats with a Lakota medicine man, and later attended teachings and empowerments by His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama. From him I took the Bodhisattva vow in 1995, a vow to live a conscious life in order to benefit others. I began my meditation practice at the age of sixteen, nearly forty years ago, and have studied many psychological as well as spiritual teachings in search of truth and peace.

My core practice is the Mahayana path within Tibetan Buddhism. In the spiritual practice of purification I borrow from both Tibetan and yogic practices as well as psychological and Native American methods. I do not jeopardize my faith or practice when I do yogic breathing to purify my mind and body, nor do I piss off the gods when I do a Buddhist chant in the sweat lodge.

I do not consider myself a master of any kind. I can call myself an initiated adult—I do know and practice my principles and live an intentioned life. I am a Bodhisattva*1 in training, and that’s good enough for me. I have traveled many unusual and usual places in search of the truth and learned that the Holy One is in us all, all along, all the time. Others can point the way for us and show us the means to get to the root of our difficulties, but in the end it is up to each of us to release the inner light within ourselves and commit to living a full and honest life.

Too often I find that religious beliefs divide and separate us.

Ritual, for example, can be experienced as a religious belief or as a spiritual practice. Various traditions bring out inherent qualities such as compassion, insight, mindfulness, wisdom, love, understanding, and patience in a spiritual practice. If a ritual or any other act is based on an attempt to fulfill a codified religious goal such as reaching nirvana or obtaining salvation, then it is an expression of a religious belief. A spiritual practice such as meditation can be used to calm and train the mind. As a religious expression, guided meditation can be used as a directive to keep people in line.

“Sin” in a religious context may be looked upon as an act against god wherein the sinner is fundamentally flawed and needs an outside source to forgive and release him from his sins. As a spiritual practice, sin can be more personally understood and used symbolically as a means to become more conscious and compassionate to self and others. In a spiritual context, sins are seen as acts against one’s true nature wherein the individual is the only one who can forgive and act more enlightened.

No one can take our spiritual journey for us. We don’t become initiated based on the wisdom path of others. We become initiated based on our own choices, practices, and actions. Thus is the Wheel of Initiation a spiritual path, where your initiation results in a more conscious, ethical life, a life that benefits both yourself and others.

In general, religious beliefs rely on dogma, rules, and traditional methods, while true spiritual practices are more intuitive and flexible, blending both the richness of tradition and the freshness of contemporary and scientific wisdom.

In every tradition there are those who feel called upon to protect the history and guard the pure form of the tradition. Equally so, there are those who intuitively grasp the essence within the tradition. Understanding the spirituality within the cultural mythology and ancient rituals, they extract the inner meaning and spiritual science from the tradition. True masters understand that there is dialectic between these two—tradition and pulling out the present essence. The ones who guard can err on the side of dogma and the ones that are more intuitive can miss the richness and power that the tradition holds. This tension is useful. There is value in holding within our awareness these two polarities.

A’CHA’RYA JINA’NESHVAR 
(JAMES POWELL)

You can even approach your religious tradition with the heart of a spiritual practitioner. Honor various traditional practices for what they bring forth and symbolize for you. Hold in your heart how any given practice may bring forth those inherent qualities mentioned in the quotation from His Holiness, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama at the beginning of this preface.

Practice walking around a stupa or entering a sweat lodge in the traditional clockwise fashion because it keeps your mind focused and opens you up to the experience, not because someone somewhere said that this is how it should be done. Learn about your chosen traditions and intuit which ones work for you, which ones bring forth your true nature.

 

Follow your heart.

EAGLE MAN (ED MCGAA)



INTRODUCTION

ENTERING THE WHEEL

 

 

Truth is within ourselves, it takes no rise

from outward things; whate’er you may believe

there is an inmost center in us all

where truth abides in fullness; and around,

wall upon wall, the gross flesh hems it in,

this perfect, clear perception which is Truth.

A baffling and perverting carnal mesh

Binds it and makes all error; and to know

rather consists in opening out a way

whence the imprisoned splendor may escape

than in effecting entry for a light

supposed to be without.

ROBERT BROWNING, FROM “PARACELSUS”

Imagine yourself being pulled away from your life and, in the middle of the night, taken deep into the woods where darkness and the unknown prevail. The intention of those who take you from your comfortable home is to offer you a personal spiritual initiation. Their purpose is to free you from whatever binds you, knowing that whatever binds you binds us all. They intend to do whatever it takes to help you awaken to all your potential. They know your destiny, but at this point you do not.
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Fig. I.1. The Wheel of Initiation and what you will address in each of its four quadrants as you travel through it on your spiritual journey.

To survive the time in the woods, your old ways must die. To return home transformed, you will have to tap the inner resources that may be buried deep under habitual states. What worked in your day-to-day life won’t work in the inner recesses of the deep, dark woods. Those who stole you from your comfortable life know you cannot hold onto the old paradigm, the comfort of which might be killing you, if what you want is personal initiation. Once they get you into the deep of the bush, you will be left on your own, for days, weeks, maybe even years.

The Wheel of Initiation, as revealed in the pages of this book, will take you on an initiatory journey, a personal spiritual pilgrimage of initiation, with me as your guide. Since the late 1980s I have taken individuals and groups through personal initiations. I went on my first initiatory journey at the age of thirteen. And at the age of sixteen, I had my first initiation into the Buddhist tradition.

Later, in 1991 I took another initiatory journey and spiritual pilgrimage to Bear Butte Mountain in South Dakota with Eagle Man (Ed McGaa), where I attended my first sweat lodge and participated in an overnight vision quest on Bear Butte. I have experienced several other personal initiations since, many of them through my Buddhist practice and others through this Wheel. Each one has taken me deeper into the woods and out again.

The Wheel of Initiation opens “out a way whence the imprisoned splendor may escape.” It is an inner pilgrimage where you free yourself from that which ties you to habitual and even harmful ways of being. It opens you into a more natural state of expression wherein you see through the mirage of the life you have created for yourself.

You come as you are, and you will not be expected to embrace any particular spiritual practice.


THE CIRCLE OF LIFE

In the sky there is no East or West. We make these distinctions in the mind, then believe them to be true.

RUDOLPH WURTLIGZER, HARD TRAVEL TO SACRED 
PLACES

The circle or spiral is our most universal symbol; it is found in every spiritual tradition, as well as in the natural world. It is the shared symbol of unity and synthesis. The universal Wheel expresses our underlying dependence on each other and the universe. In a circle, everything is connected to everything else; there is no separation. So when we enter such a Wheel, we enter into an ideal.

Mandalas are like maps used in spiritual practices for healing, transformation, meditation, and insight. They give us a means to travel in both the mundane and sacred worlds. The universal mandala represents the whole and true self as well as the entire universe. The world and so much in it is understood as cyclical, round, a spiral going in and out. It represents both the spiritual ideal (i.e., initiation) and the more ordinary realities of cyclical existence (stages of life). The sacred Wheel is then both internal (within us) and external (in the world). The internal journey of initiation represented by the Wheel is also taken out into the physical world through the practices used to move us toward initiation.

There are typically four aspects within the symbolism of the Wheel—the four directions, the four seasons, and the four stages of life. In the Wheel of Initiation the four directions are used to carry us through the process of initiation, beginning in the South, moving East through the West, then the North, and into the East. The image of the Initiation Wheel gives us a visual template; the practices give us the tools of initiation.

The directions of the Wheel are not associated with any particular tradition or belief system. The Wheel is just a finger pointing, a visual template, and a means for you to experience personal initiation. The totems, symbolic images, animals, and deities of each direction are chosen for their symbolic meaning within the Wheel. There is no push for you to choose them for your practice; you may come up with your own if you so desire.

When you enter the Wheel of Initiation in the South, you will set your intentions, thereby agreeing to the precepts of your journey. Then, when you move into the West, you will learn how to free yourself from habitual patterns, beliefs, and negative mind-sets that are limiting you; this is essential for spiritual transformation. In the North you will apply the skills of meditation and contemplation that further enhance your journey, and in the East you will experience regeneration.

Because there are no elders to personally conduct you into the heart of the woods, your soul has stepped in and awakened you to the call of an initiation. If, however, we refuse to heed the call to enter the Wheel consciously and on our own, the circumstances of our lives may see to it that we are summoned. Each of us has experienced wake-up calls of illness, loss, close calls, or radical change. Sometimes we heed the wake-up call, and sometimes we run from it. These wake-up calls are asking for your attention; they want you to take the journey of your life. To go by choice means to listen to your soul’s calling and to wisely and consciously step into the Wheel.

Listen to the call to go deep into your being and bring forth the imprisoned light. For at least several months, if not for a year, take yourself into the woods on the inner pilgrimage of personal spiritual initiation.




HEEDING THE CALL

The Wheel of Initiation, once entered, can offer you skillful and personal means of freedom from painful habitual states. But be warned, you will be leaving the shores of your comfort zone behind you. As André Gide so rightly stated, “One doesn’t discover new lands without consenting to lose sight of the shore for a very long time.” You will need a willingness to let go of old beliefs and assumptions about yourself and the world in order to “see” anew.

However, you will not be offered someone else’s beliefs to replace the ones that you are dispensing with. This spiritual initiation is simple but not easy, and it opens inner doors so that you can access and discern truth for yourself. It is accessible to all because the splendor is indeed hidden within each one of us. The Wheel, as an organic template, presents you proficient means to open the inner doors for yourself, choose for yourself, and initiate yourself.

Many of us are now living various degrees of an uninitiated life. We are living in a false dream, a life that is more like sitting on the soft-cushioned deck chair on a cruise ship (that may or may not be heading for an iceberg). We tend to choose comfort to get us through the rough seas and the difficulties of life, but these insular comforts too often keep us a spectator of life rather than a participant. We all want happiness, yet we tend to do that which causes more pain. If outward comfort freed us from our suffering, we wouldn’t need bigger toys or more potent drugs. Those who experience personal initiation have left the comfort of the deck chair and the sight of their own familiar shoreline.
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Michele Chooses Initiation:
You Can’t Serve Two Masters

MICHELE WAS IN HER second year of retirement when she had a wake-up call. 
She had recently had a mammogram. Late on Christmas Eve day, she received a letter in her mailbox. That day she had been busy getting ready for an evening of baking with her daughter. 
In fact, when she opened the letter, her loved ones were in the kitchen ready to decorate cookies. 
She had opened many such letters in the past, all of which had given her a clean bill of health. 
So she opened it expecting the best. Instead, she read that her mammogram results revealed something of concern and she needed to go in for more tests.

It was Christmas Eve. She couldn’t contact her doctor and had to wait out the weekend. 
She shared the letter’s contents, but not with her daughter. Immediately she began to worry and stress out, as most of us would. 
She had several friends and colleagues who had become ill soon after retirement, and she knew of one individual who had died within a year or two of leaving his job of thirty-five years.

Even though she was worried, she tried to share and enjoy the holiday with her family. 
She called me on Sunday morning and, as a friend, asked for some intuitive insight. 
What I got immediately was for her to view this as a wake-up call, to know it was a call for her to put her spiritual/creative life first. 
I suggested she put her hands on her body, confirm her commitment to her spiritual life, and let her body know she was listening to it. This seemed right to her, and she agreed to do this. 
I also understood that her response to the wake-up call could influence the results of her follow-up test.

Later that I day when I shared all this with my husband, he said, “The technician probably made a mistake,” and we both felt strongly that she was all right. 
Certainly, Spirit was trying to get her full attention. She told me that the entire weekend, for her, had been like “walking between two worlds” (she had scheduled an X-ray for Monday). This sense of a dual reality is often something we experience when being called to leave the shore of an old way of life.

Trust, for her, became essential. She needed to trust in the process, trust her body, trust spirit. The call had been made, and now she also needed to trust that 
she would heed the call. She made a commitment to herself to honor this experience as initiatory, no matter what the outcome. 
Even before the follow-up testing, by doing all these things, she had entered the 
Wheel. On Monday she went in for the X-ray, which didn’t take long. Throughout the entire process, it seemed to Michele that the nurse was emanating light and love. Of course, Michele was worried and yet, at the same time, she was doing her best to trust the process. The nurse looked at her at one point and said, “You know, you can’t serve two masters. You can’t serve god and worry. You need to choose.”

At that moment Michele realized how, for much of her adult life, she had tried to serve two masters—worry and spirit, control and trust. 
She knew that she was being shown what she needed for her spiritual, mental, and physical well-being. 
She needed to serve one master and not two.

The nurse then went out and returned with the X-ray results. The technician at the clinic had indeed made a mistake. They had put a piece of tape on her breast where a natural mark existed. But the tape had been folded over, causing it to appear as an abnormality. “When 
I heard this, I knew I could have gotten angry, but I felt no anger. I only felt humbled and grateful, and 
I vowed to not forget this, because I want to be able to honor it for the rest of my life. The anger would have kept me back, focused on what was going wrong on the outside. 
I am taking this gift and moving forward. I entered a new room, and I am not sure what is on this path, but 
I vow to keep on walking. I know I can no longer serve worry and spirit; I cannot serve both trust and control.”

At the entrance to the Wheel, we can’t be in control of our true initiatory process—we must trust in ourselves, our choice to hear the call, and we must enter the 
Wheel being open to the journey.
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Rule of thumb: The more important a call or action is to our soul’s evolution, the more Resistance we will feel toward pursuing it.

STEVEN PRESSFIELD,
THE WAR OF ART

Refusing to Heed the Call

If you begin your spiritual journey and don’t go all the way with where it wants to take you, then you may end up worse than when you began. Students and spiritual seekers often encounter adversity and resistance along the way, and somewhere in the middle of their effort it can become quite a challenge to stay with the journey. They are enthused or motivated in the beginning, and then something happens. It gets difficult. Resistance arises (as it always will): They get angry at the technician and miss their opportunity. They blame circumstances outside themselves. They give up. They blame their past. They blame the conditions of their life. They never leave their soft-cushioned deck chair long enough. They give in to old familiar patterns rather than pushing onward through the tight, uncomfortable spots.

In many myths, “Refusing to Heed the Call” is a refusal to heed the call of the spiritual path—the person declines the adventure of personal or heroic transformation. Depending on the myth, sometimes the one who refuses suffers as a result, and perhaps it is the case that later he or she will choose to listen and follow the call. To decline the call completely means to live a life directed by the false self, wherein a great part of you remains unilluminated. But once you say yes to the call and experience personal initiation, you find yourself responding differently, and therefore experiencing everything from a more awakened mind.

Because the patterns that keep us asleep, that keep us among the uninitiated, are deeply rooted, there will be deal-breakers along the way. Be ready to break deals with old, deeply rooted patterns and the pain stories that you carry. Be ready to break the deal with “cult time” (time spent following other’s paths, or two masters) rather than your own.

Parker Palmer, writer and activist, encourages us not to give in to the existing illusions of the social environment and remain asleep to our potentialities. He writes of “the illusion that violence solves problems, that both rich and poor deserve their fate, that the young sent to die in wars fought to defend the rich are heroes rather than victims, that the murderous drugs are the way beyond despair—just to name a few. These illusions serve a societal function: They keep us in place.” They keep us on the deck chair.

Initiation has always been a risk. People have gone off into the bush and not survived (while others get stolen back by their mothers or lured back by other societal obligations). Some have relied on bread crumbs or bent twigs to get them back to their old ways of being. Leave the bread crumbs at home, jump off the deck of the ship, enter the woods, and don’t leave a forwarding address!




TOOLS FOR YOUR JOURNEY

This process of initiation does not rely on being taken into the bush and dropped off. You may only be making a pilgrimage within your own heart and mind. You also will not be able to meet with me every week in an initiation circle. Thus, we will use spiritual journaling as a means to move through the Wheel.

Spiritual Journaling: Creating an Outer Temple

Writing, above all, is seeing clearly.

PETER MATHIESSEN, LETTERS FROM THE WILD

Consider your journal as one of your outer temples, a place where you can engage the practices of the Wheel. Also use it to document your pilgrimage. The exercises and inquiries within each chapter deepen your experience within the Wheel and are sequential. At the very least, you will want to contemplate each query or exercise. Better still, give yourself the time to actually journal and practice the given exercises. I would give yourself at least six months to go through the Wheel and to experience your personal spiritual initiation. (Those individuals in my Initiation Course allow a year for the journey.)

Throughout the Wheel, writing exercises can be practiced to increase insight and your ability to stay focused. Spiritual journaling is a universal means to access your Inner Teacher and a means to give yourself a personal spiritual initiation without the direct guidance of a group or teacher. Within each direction of the Wheel will be valuable writing exercises and contemplative questions. These will help direct your experience toward your intention and initiation. Take the inquiries and write about them, as well as carry them in your consciousness as questions. Maintain a curiosity with these questions rather than search for answers. In other words, live the questions. Do all this from a compassionate position. We are not looking to blame here; we are looking for personal truth.

When journaling, date and title each entry. That way you can find the piece in your journal that relates to what is in the book. Take some time to write about what you hope to get out of this experience. What do you hope will be different for you after you have completed the Wheel? What do you want to no longer be true for you when you have completed this journey of spiritual initiation? What is your idea of what your spiritual initiation will bring you? Write a wish list and include every financial, spiritual, relational, physical, and global desire. This list could go on for several pages.

Journal about where you feel you didn’t belong and don’t belong now. Did you belong to a certain group of friends while in elementary school? Do you feel like the Ugly Duckling, a swan among ducks, lost to your true tribe? Where do you lack a sense of belonging now?

The Initiatory Journey through Dreamtime

All the things one has forgotten scream for help in dreams.

ELLIAS CANETTI, DIE PROVINZ DER MENSCHEN

While you move through the Wheel of Initiation, listen to and journal your dreams as well. Particularly notice dreams that come up during specific practices within the Wheel. For example, the evening you set your initiatory intention, notice the dream that may be speaking to you about this commitment. Throughout the Wheel you will use your dreams to gain further insight into your personal initiation. During Amy’s entrance into the Wheel, she had the following dream: “I am with my initiation circle, we are on a retreat. . . . Julie’s there. We walk down a path to a lake, around the bend of the path lies the shore, the dock, and a boat just arriving. I start to sob . . . almost uncontrollably. I see my grandma’s father, my great-grandfather whom I have never met. Julie and the group hold space for me. I get introduced to my great-grandfather. He’s pleased I am doing this work. He’s been waiting and floating out in that boat. Now it’s safe for him to come to shore.”

Because you will not be stolen from your home and taken into the bush—go find the deep wood for yourself. Spend some time meditating and journaling in nature. Ideally, take yourself away from the sounds and sights of the city and into some bush or wood somewhere when possible. Sit in one spot for a while and feel your connection to all the sights, sounds, and scents around you. Feel the earth holding you. Watch the night sky. Make a greater connection between you and the natural world.

Initiation

Into the Wheel

I pried my lacquered self:

A solid work of years.

Linear and on a path

But wondering . . .

Wondering . . .

We circled sacred air

With breath.

Wind moved between my parts

Gave voice to Spirit:

Harmony;

The echoes split my heart

We grew into the earth below

Rooting

I stretched beyond my skin

We opened to the All above,

Rising.

My passion blazed within

And now the wind has caught these pieces of my soul

And scattered them

Around.

With breath and song

And roots and sky

And wondrous spirit sisters and brothers,

I will pick them up

One by precious one,

And form a new being

A round being

In this

Moving

Loving

Wheel

PRUDENCE TIPPINS, POET AND TEACHER, 2008 INITIATION CIRCLE
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ENTERING THE SOUTH

The Power of Agreements

Everybody walks in the street, more or less straight down the middle, and if a car comes while somebody’s having a good conversation or telling a good story, the car has to wait till the story finishes before people will move out of the way. Stories are important here, and cars aren’t.

ANN CAMERON, THE MOST BEAUTIFUL 
PLACE IN THE WORLD

Is not the South the source of life, and does not the flowering stick truly come from there? And does not man advance from there toward the setting sun of his life? Then does he not approach the colder North where the white hairs are? And does he not then arrive, if he lives, at the source of light and understanding, which is the East?

BLACK ELK, BLACK 
ELK SPEAKS, AS TOLD TO FLAMING RAINBOW (JOHN G. NEIHARDT)


STEPPING IN TO INITIATION

The medicine wheel, circle, or spiral represents the never-ending cycle of life even as it represents the healing journey. It is based on an understanding of the cyclic nature of life and the importance of universal principles of behavior: sharing, caring, kindness, honesty, respect, trust and humility. Its circular nature ensures that the whole is addressed. It informs us that all its elements are related to each other.

LEWIS MEHL-MADRONA, 
COYOTE HEALING

One enters the Wheel of Initiation in the South, the direction of agreements, intentions, and aspirations. As with everything in your life, what you will experience in the Wheel comes down to your agreements and intentions. Your life and its conditions show you what you believe, what you are in agreement with, and what intentions you hold. Basically, what you experience in the outer world is what you are in agreement with internally. In Ann Cameron’s tale of the most beautiful place, the power of story was given a priority. Entering the South means you choose consciously to identify your agreements and develop conscious intentions. You choose what is truly a priority. As a result, you become the cause rather than the effect of your life.

If you step in to the Wheel, you are expressing an agreement that you want to experience a personal initiation. The Initiatory Wheel, in response, will initiate aspects of yourself that lie dormant or in states of resistance.

Agreements are energetic contracts that are in alignment with unconscious and consciously held intentions and beliefs. Wherever there is a decision or action, there is an agreement; wherever there is an agreement, there is a belief sustaining it. I believe we can all become awakened in a single lifetime, I agree that I am responsible for my life, I choose to have everything in my life become an opportunity for awakening. Agreements are an invisible force, contracts that bind our lives together. They are why we do what we do. Each and every decision we make is acting out or supporting an agreement (mind-set) that we have made.

The momentums of your old agreements are what get shaken up first in the initiatory journey. This is because for initiation to take place, you have to let go of some old agreements and embrace some new ones. In every relationship I enter into, including facilitating various classes and circles (and now my relationship with you as a reader), I begin with agreements and bring them to a conscious level.

For me, stating agreements means that people are now being called to know what is driving their life. I know your experience of initiation will be determined by what you carry in your heart-mind (what you’re in agreement with and what your intentions are). So as you enter the Wheel, let’s introduce several new agreements—agreements that your initiation depends upon.

The First Agreement

The first agreement is for you to take 100 percent responsibility for your experiences. On the deepest of levels, you are responsible for your life (you can’t blame circumstances, others, god, time, etc.). You don’t get mad at the technician for his mistake; you choose one master to serve. Imagine yourself alone in the woods, and a large crashing sound is coming toward you. How will it help you to blame those who left you there? What is likely to happen if you say to yourself, “Why me? Why is this happening to me?” Much like getting shot with a poison dart, you had best put your energy into removing the dart and finding an antidote. Wasting time on blame and shame could ultimately kill you.

Thus, when entering the Wheel, you agree to take 100 percent responsibility for your experience in the Wheel and for your life. You agree to serve one master at a time. As long as you assign credit or blame to someone or something outside yourself, personal initiation will not be possible. Fools Crow, a Teton Sioux holy man, nephew of Black Elk in his profound healing work with others, understood this agreement. He attributed a successful healing to the intentions of the patient. The initiate takes the primary load of responsibility, Spirit then shows up to help, and the healer, teacher, or group takes on the task of holding space.

The Second Agreement

Along with the agreement to take 100 percent responsibility for your own life comes the agreement to be willing to do whatever it takes. This agreement will be in alignment with your personal intention of initiation (which you will set here in the South). Be willing to do whatever it takes to bring your spiritual intention to fruition, to experience your personal initiation, to bring forth your inner light.

“Whatever it takes” will arise as you move through the Wheel. It will likely touch every area of your life and bring forth the tight spots where habitual states are strong. It will bring forth those places where you have not, up until now, been willing to do whatever it takes to live a fully engaged life. When we are not willing to do whatever it takes, we either do not want to leave the comfort of our deck chair, or we don’t trust ourselves or the world in which we live. We don’t value our ability to decide for ourselves what we need in order to experience initiation.

If you have heard the call, follow that call all the way. Agree to do whatever it takes to fulfill your spiritual intentions, and you will experience a personal spiritual initiation. When you align your life with this agreement, you find the energy and ability to live a more creative, awakened life. Don’t hesitate too long here; say yes!

The Third Agreement

When gazing at sentient beings,

one should do so candidly and lovingly,

“In reliance upon them, I shall attain Buddhahood.”

SHANTIDEVA*2

This next agreement is that we are in this together, that we belong to one another. Consider the earth a lifeboat; how you occupy your place in the boat impacts me and everyone else in your boat. You may think that this agreement is something everyone knows and understands. Isn’t it obvious that we are all in this together? In reality, however, many people are not in agreement with this and see and experience themselves as separate from others. In fact, the closer we are to each other in the boat, the more we are impacted by this truth. I belong to you, the reader. I belong to all those who have taken the Initiation Course. I belong to the president of the United States. I belong to my brothers. I belong to my husband and daughter. I belong to my daughter’s piano teacher.

When we consciously agree (form a deliberate agreement) with this truth, it impacts us more directly (and usually more quickly). When you enter the Wheel, you are in deliberate agreement with belonging to one another. Whoever you are in intimate contact with is in close quarters to you on the boat. (Your spouse or partner, close friends, and dependent children are those to whom you have deliberately chosen to belong.) I do belong to my daughter’s piano teacher and the president, but the agreement is not consciously made between us. So it is still true, but the truth is a bit softer, you might say. When I uplift my life, I will improve the lives of all those I belong to. I cannot actually make someone else happy, but I can create positive conditions for myself and then be one who is dispensing happiness.

In reality, we witness many of those around us suffering. I appreciate the metaphor of “holding one’s seat” on the boat while someone may be suffering. Holding our seat means we offer love inwardly and outwardly. We hold our seat while we pay attention to our own stuff (taking 100 percent responsibility for it). We attend to what is arising in ourselves with compassion. And we don’t interfere or separate ourselves from another’s suffering. We stay present.

Belonging to someone doesn’t mean taking care of or being dependent upon that person being a certain way or curing them of their problems. There will be times that the person sitting next to us in the boat is simply suffering; they are angry and depressed, and we didn’t do anything to create this. But because they are in our boat (and nearby), and there is an agreement that we belong to one another (deliberate or not), we need to respond by staying present, not interfering or trying to control but not separating ourselves either. This is the dance of belonging—being present without interfering. If you are going through the Wheel on your own, take the time to commit to this agreement and the previous two agreements before continuing.

With this particular agreement, get a mirror and, looking into it, say, “I belong to you.” Now, this may sound like a strange thing to do. But how true has this been up until now? How well have you belonged to this body, this spirit, this person that is you? Didn’t Michele (in the Introduction) learn, in her wake-up call, who she first belongs to?

Next, close your eyes and bring to mind all the people sitting close to you in your lifeboat and imagine saying to them, “I belong to you.” You can include whomever you want and then imagine this truth going out to everyone on the planet.

If you are in an initiation circle, take the time to make this agreement known to one another. In the yearlong course, we go around and say to one another, “I belong to you.” This is intense but necessary, because otherwise we hesitate. If we cannot do this, we remain in an agreement that we don’t belong to one another. As you enter the Wheel and deliberately choose to walk this journey of initiation, know too that I belong to you.

Finding what we already possess may seem like a strange goal for a spiritual path. Yet the process of finding may provide us more joy than if the universe delivered all its secrets to us without any effort on our part.

NEIL DOUGLAS-KLOTZ,
THE SUFI BOOK OF 
LIFE




KNOW WHAT YOU ARE SIGNING UP FOR

The universe conspires to make us whole and to offer us the means to spiritual initiation. But it is up to us to get on the horse and ride.

One afternoon when my daughter was eight, she came home from school, upset with a bully she repeatedly encountered in her classroom. The bully teased her, telling her, “You’re stupid,” and was generally unpleasant. This confused and upset my daughter.

“What makes her do this?” she asked me.

I gave her a short lesson on how people’s actions reflect what is in their heart. Samantha’s heart is hurting. I told my daughter that she didn’t need to take what Samantha did or said personally.

She went silent for a moment and then said to me, “I have a happy heart, Mom.”

“Yes, you do,” I replied.

Then she asked me, “How’s it I have a happy heart and Samantha’s is unhappy?”

I let the question sit out there in quiet space for a moment. I could see her thinking about it, and I knew that somewhere in the question she held her own answer.

“I know how I have a happy heart.”

“How?”

“I signed up for it.”

“What d’you mean, you signed up for it?”

“Before I came down to Earth, I signed up for a happy heart.”

The question we can ask ourselves as we enter the Wheel (or undertake any endeavor) is, “What am I signing up for?” What do you want from this experience (the Wheel, this relationship, this day)? What are you signing up for, for the rest of your life?

What you sign up for will direct your experience and impact the conditions you find yourself in. Clearly the conditions surrounding the bully’s life also influenced the state of her heart and her behavior. Likely she had been bullied at home. And yet, we all know people who rise above the worst of conditions and live an inspired life. We probably can’t change the bully at school (or at work), but we can maintain an awareness and commitment to what we signed up for. I imagine that when our life passes before our eyes at the time of our death, what we see is what we signed up for—all our intentions and agreements.

In the initiatory journey, the main battle of the spiritual pilgrim is with the inner bully, the places where we are mean to ourselves. If one is uninitiated, this cruelty is then brought out into our environment through our actions; we pollute and litter our world with our mental and emotional waste. So we start with ourselves and, as a result, the world around us begins to wake up too. In some Buddhist traditions, Jinas are considered “the conquerors.” Jinas have conquered habitual and negative states and experience the inner light of their true essence. They have broken through the layers of social conditioning. They have exeperienced spiritual intiation through the transformation of their minds.




BEING KEPT IN YOUR PLACE: THE ILLUSION OF CULT TIME

The only true insights that result in personal initiation transpire from distancing ourselves from all that conditions us to our social environment—challenging that which “keeps us in our place,” as Parker Palmer wrote. (This is the purpose of being carried off into the bush in many traditional practices of initiation.) We must confront ourselves in the great solitary woods, on our own. If we want to release the imprisoned splendor within, we must break through all that makes us small, holds us back, and keeps us in cult time.

Most of us expend quite a bit of our energy in cult time. Initiation breaks us free from the various “cults” that exist in the mainstream culture—the cults of medicine, of religion, of education, of politics, and the cult of family history. Ultimately you break through the cult of personal habitual thoughts, perceptions, and behaviors. This is the challenge of those on a spiritual pilgrimage—to battle the enemies within cult time and move more and more into freedom through personal initiation and into “real” time, natural time. To give in to a life of routine and cult time is to give up on the authentic self and to the possibility of helping enlighten and strengthen our communities.

Any time we follow others’ dogma, rules, or ideas, without discernment, we are in cult time. Any time we are on automatic pilot and acting from our habitual states and are caught up in thinking and projecting such habitual thoughts outward and not inviting direct experience, we are in cult time. In cult time we feel an underlying disconnect, a lack of belonging, so we search for this connection outside ourselves and come to depend on outside confirmation to make us feel better.

When someone else directs our choices (instead of our own intuition and wisdom doing so) we are living in cult time. Many people find that their work is in cult time. But it is not the work or conditions themselves so much but what you end up agreeing to within these conditions that makes it cult time. William, who was working the Wheel and was entering the South, said, “I keep my job for the health insurance. It’s a job, but it’s not a vocation. But I need the insurance, and so I feel I have to keep this job.” He could quit his job if he made a conscious decision to end his agreement to work in order to have health insurance. And he could refuse to participate in cult time while at work, transforming his environment. For example, he could experience his work environment as a place to practice his spiritual principles or to strengthen his intention.

In the Buddhist and Toltec traditions, students are often told to take jobs that help them lose their self-absorption. The challenging environment is understood as a means to deepen one’s spiritual commitments. The point is that it is not the environment and its conditions that determine our experience but the agreements and intentions we hold. If William were more focused on his own personal intentions and their sustaining agreements, he would not be in agreement with cult time at work.

Oftentimes we reach the doorway to Initiation when we have exhausted all the habitual ways of living a certain aspect of our life. Cult time activities do not result in a truly satisfied life but one drained of essence. It is this exhaustion that often leads into a new way of being; we listen to the exhaustion (the depression, the anxiety, the boredom, the illness, the breathlessness), and find the doorway out of cult time.

It can be challenging to break with cult time, because we can’t always rely on getting out of a marriage, or quitting a job, or moving as a way of transforming or uplifting our experiences. Most likely we have to transform the inner life we have created for ourselves. In other words, keep the job and lose the negative agreements.

Thou hast only to follow the wall far enough and there will be a door in it.

MARGUERITE DE ANGELI, THE DOOR IN THE WALL

[image: image] An Exploration into Presence

Give yourself a week to practice this exercise, which encourages you to become more aware of yourself (your feelings, beliefs, agreements) in any given moment. You start here with an investigation into who you truly are and what you genuinely want. “This exercise cracked me open and helped me realize the story lines and agreements I was living,” said Barb, who was in the South.

During the day practice taking nice deep breaths into your belly. Imagine that when you breathe, you breathe from the belly and, as you expand out on the out-breath, picture space around you opening up. And from this spaciousness you can ask these questions . . .


	“What am I thinking right now?” Then take note of what is getting your attention.

	“What am I feeling right now?” Notice the different, feeling 
	sensations that are present at this moment. They can include emotions, intuitive feelings, or bodily sensations. You may notice how these may relate to your thoughts at the given time.

	Then ask, “What do I want?” Keep breathing and ask, “What do I want right now?” Breathe into the belly and create space around this question.



[image: image]

You may carry a pocket journal with you as you practice creating more space for yourself, writing down what you notice as you do this exercise. Let this practice take you where it wants to take you. Initially you will likely gain some valuable insights. Later, with these insights, you may have awareness around thought patterns and feeling sensations that accompany certain experiences. Or it may become apparent that you don’t really know what you want. This will prompt you to continue to determine what it is you do want; your pain story will also begin revealing itself through such inquiry.

This practice also prepares you in the setting of your initiatory intention. Here in the South we set our intentions like we are planting seeds in the earth. Fortunately, the seed and soil around us know what to do.
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IN THE SOUTH

Getting on the Horse of Intention


[image: image]

Morning has broken

Like the first morning,

Blackbird has spoken

Like the first bird.

Praise for the singing!

Praise for the morning!

Praise for them, springing

From the first Word.

ELEANOR FARJEON, “A 
MORNING SONG,” IN THE 
CHILDREN’S BELLS


ENTER THE ALAYA VIGYAN OF YOUR SOUL

We have to take personal responsibility for uplifting our lives.

CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA, 
SHAMBHALA: THE SACRED 
PATH OF THE WARRIOR

Osho, Indian philosopher and existentialist, refers to the subconscious by the Sanskrit phrase alaya vigyan, or “storehouse consciousness.” This is the “basement” where we keep throwing all that we want to do and experience but instead ignore because of social conditioning. Our soul’s aspirations are there in the lower hidden places of our psyche. In the South we enter these places inside ourselves where we keep all this stored.

There are many entrances to this place, and the key to unlocking the secrets of alaya vigyan includes spiritual journaling, meditation, encounters with nature, listening to sacred sounds or reading sacred text, as well as intentional ritual. Throughout this chapter we offer several techniques to enter the alaya vigyan of your inner home and retrieve an initiatory intention.

Conscious Evolution

The intention behind each action determines its effect. Our intentions and our actions affect not only us but also others. If we believe that every intention and action evolves as we progress on our spiritual journey, then if we act consciously we evolve consciously, but if we act unconsciously we involve unconsciously.

ALFRED HUANG, THE 
DEFINITIVE GUIDE TO THE I CHING

One should ride the horse of awakening mind.

THE FOURTEENTH DALAI 
LAMA, MADISON, WISCONSIN, 
JULY 2008

As we get on the horse and take the ride through the Wheel, we choose to evolve consciously instead of “involve unconsciously.”

The symbol of the South is that of the spiritual pilgrim riding the horse of intention, of an awakened mind. This pilgrim is you. The Wheel doesn’t direct what flavor of spiritual pilgrim you are—Christian, Sufi, Buddhist, Pagan, Toltec, or secular, to name a few. Spiritual initiation relies on you choosing your own spiritual path and committing to an engaged, ethical, and inspired life. At this point in the Wheel, you set the intention of a spiritual pilgrim, and you choose to direct your experience of initiation. You are alone in the bush, and looking around yourself you wonder, “What am I going to get from this journey? What calls for initiation in my life?”

This is not about searching for who you are and what you want to do in your life (although these can become clear as you move through the Wheel). Initiation brings forth what is already within you. Nature points to this fundamental truth—you don’t have to go in search of who you are and why you are here. Everything in nature knows what to do with its life. Within an acorn lives the oak tree; within a given seed waits the full-bloomed plant. Within the robin’s egg is the robin. (You won’t find a chicken popping out of a robin’s egg!)

Nothing is exempt from this natural law. However, we humans tend to exempt ourselves from this natural law (by what we believe and agree to) and feel pushed to go in search of who and what we are. Often, we find ourselves in a great deal of pain in our search for ourselves. Because this natural law applies to every sentient being, all we have to do is remove the obstacles and distractions to this inherent truth.

Start here, then, right now. As Steven Pressfield says in The War of Art: none of us are born as passive generic blobs waiting for the world to stamp its imprint on us. Instead we show up possessing already a highly refined and individuated soul.

Another way of thinking of it is this: We’re not born with unlimited choices. We can’t be anything we want to be.

We come into this world with a specific, personal destiny. We have a job to do, a calling to enact, a self to become. We are who we are from the cradle, and we’re stuck with it. Our job in this lifetime is not to shape ourselves into some ideal we imagine we ought to be, but to find out who we already are and become it.

We need the energy, courage, and commitment, however, to push through the layers of resistance to experience initiation. But you don’t need to consider all possibilities—instead practice the means within the Wheel that opens the true inner doors. As you push through these hard layers, you will bring forth what is already within you, and much of your suffering will cease. A spiritual pilgrim practices inner discipline, calling on the courage and willingness to move through the entire Wheel, using everything in life to open the doors and release the inner light.

Up until now random and habitual choices resulted in random, habitual results. The resultant suffering has likely brought us to our knees and to the entrance of the Wheel. But we must consciously choose to step into the Wheel. The pain from our habitual states may bring us here, but to be within the Wheel we have already broken agreements with some of our patterns. What brought us to the Wheel is not what will get us through it.

Making Intentional Choices

Intentional choices generate intentional, conscious results. Our intentions move us through a myriad of circumstances. Each action, as mentioned before, is motivated by our beliefs, agreements, and intentions (hidden and conscious). We aspire from within; our intentions both create and call to us. Our entire psychosocial system matches up with our intentions. Intentions recognize the law of causality—of cause and effect. Happiness and suffering alike both come from their own conditions. Instead of meeting a situation with a habitual response (being unconsciously involved), we will choose how to respond with conscious intention.

Most people use up a lot of energy simply getting from place to place (not getting on the horse of awakening). Crafting and setting intentions gives you back energy lost in running about (and sometimes in place). Conscious intentions give us the horse to sit on. They give us the energy to break through the “armor” that holds our true nature in; they give us the ability to express our inherent wisdom and creativity. Both the rider and the horse represent the power of guided and compassionate energy through the use of conscious agreements and intentions.

People often seek help from therapists or spiritual teachers because they feel depleted, fatigued, and discouraged by their life and the choices they have made and continue to make. Getting on the horse retrieves lost energy, energy lost to past agreements and distorted, unconscious intentions. We can actually look at the results of our actions to know what intentions we are carrying around in our heart. Later on in our journey, through different sectors of the Wheel, we will identify principles as being our reins, directing our horse (life) where we choose it to go.

[image: image] Name Your Soul’s Aspirations

This first journaling exercise takes you into the alaya vigyan. You may want to read through this chapter once and then go through it a second time to craft your intention.

Begin by journaling about what you want for yourself and in your life. You have already practiced bringing more presence into your daily experience on page 22. Here, write out the words, “What I want . . .” and fill up at least one page by completing this sentence. Instead of stopping to think, rewrite the words “What I want . . .” Don’t let your pen stop moving, and don’t stop to consider, just write. This bypasses the thinking mind and gets to the subconscious, the alaya vigyan.

Next in this journaling exercise, take one entry from your list above and circle the wish that either repeats itself or sticks out as the most important one. Choose the one that, if you were to express this desire fully in your life, a lot of your other wants would fall into place as well. Write out a description of this one aspiration. Do your best to write it down in one succinct sentence. (Be careful not to mistake goals or affirmations for intentions.)

[image: image]

The words we carry and use are potent tools of creation. A goal or affirmation holds a different vibration and result than an intention. Too often we use goals to beat ourselves up, using some ideal we are trying to achieve as the bat. The ideal becomes a standard of measurement to compare ourselves against—too often we see how we are not this idea of ourselves.

An intention, on the other hand, can be more readily and easily aligned with a broader plan for your life. Instead of your goal being, “I am going to lose twenty pounds,” your intention might be, “I live a physically, mentally, and spiritually active life.” Or, more simply, “I live an active life.” This implies that, among other things, because you are active, you are less likely to be overweight.

In Donald Altman’s work on mindful eating (Meal by Meal), he suggests letting go of the goal and giving in to the experience. He too recognizes that goals often bring forth more resistance and fear. Letting go of goals can be letting go of harsh expectations we hold over ourselves: “You too can let go of any goal beforehand and fully enjoy the experience—independent of judging yourself or others.” In Buddhist practice this translates as the ability to give up our attachments and how we think our lives should be, and instead to give in to what is actually happening in the moment. Intentions are designed to let you live each moment in alignment with your broader spiritual and creative aspirations.
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